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Abstract 
This research explains the importance of education as a resource for the Kazakhstan middle class. The author carries out the 
analysis of how the education influences people’s social position when joining the middle class ranks of Kazakhstan thereby 
being attractive with its social background. Education tends to slow the progress for many people while obtaining economic and 
social capital. Consuming education is one of the effective tools for self-actualization and a source of identity for a representative 
of the middle class. The research is based on qualitative methodology that included 30 deep formalized interviews are conducted 
among the representatives of the middle class: state employees, managers and entrepreneurs. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In modern society education is one of the tools of social mobility.  A modern person has an opportunity to reach 
non-ascriptive status through educational institutions. The level of education a person has enables him/her to do 
corresponding types of activities, jobs, specialties and positions. Particularly in this sense educational system can be 
considered as a social mobility factor and its most mass channels. It is important to note the level of educational and 
qualification potential of the middle class is an indicator of human capital. The middle class as the most extended 
social group is considered by the source of qualified labor forces of reproductive performance of the Republic of 
Kazakhstan.  
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2. Conceptual framework of the middle class  
The term “middle class” is defined as “a segment of society lying between the working class and the upper 
class” (Scott and Marshall, 2009). The middle class growth is connected with transition to late industrial society. 
This transition led to considerable increase of those segments of the population, which could be referred neither to 
the poor, nor to the rich. Productivity progress demanded larger number of highly skilled professionals and experts 
with high level of education. The development of social infrastructure, education and health care systems resulted in 
the number of doctors, teachers. We may say that in the basis of the middle class separating process is not so much 
material welfare criterion, as the criterion of belonging to a particular social and professional group. These groups 
were characterized by a number of features. Firstly, all their labor is not of physical character that separates them 
from the working class. Secondly, their representatives have the opportunity to get income not by selling their 
“simple physical ability to do work activities”, but from their own business or from the education level that is much 
higher than the majority of population have.  
The concept of the middle class could be considered in a wider theoretical context that is the context in a social 
structure as a whole, the element of which is the middle class.  For example, in Weber's views economic or market 
position of individual skills and education is a criterion in defining social class and group formation (Weber, 1947). 
A. Gouldner paid attention to that especially the middle class controls the cultural capital and their exclusive 
position in society that in many respects is defined by their role in knowledge transfer (Gouldner,1970). J.H. 
Goldthorpe emphasized the high degree of their job autonomy and the possibility of almost independent decision-
making due to the education level and skills they have (Goldthorpe, 1982). 
Weberians also denote the role of education in the middle class designation and those who do not possess any 
property, but have degrees distinguishing them from workers are referred to them (Breen, 1995). P. Bourdieu 
emphasizes that the cultural capital is represented more quickly than in other institutional forms through education 
and skills. Education generates distinctive cultural samples (Bourdieu, 1986). The education level is a 
competitiveness measure of a person in society.  
 
3.The case of Kazakhstan’s middle class 
Now in modern Kazakhstan the middle class consists of two groups: the first are the Post-Soviet middle class 
who have adapted to new conditions and who have reserved their administrative functions that give them additional 
and rather high income in the form of bribes and "commission charges" or those who received large equity stakes of 
some enterprises or some real estates as a result of privatization. The second group is the new middle class, which is 
forming as a result of new professions and based on high education level and market economy (Lepehin, 2003).  
It is necessary to emphasize, that the quality of the middle class in the USSR was one of the highest in the world 
taking into consideration such indicators as education level and cultural consumption. Due to Balzer's researches the 
Soviet middle class is "40 million professionals with vocational education", including "the high-ranking party 
functionaries operating in the sphere of economy, scientists, officially recognized artists, writers and other people of 
culture and also the "hundred-ruble" professional class including teachers, doctors and other Soviet professionals. 
Engineers were referred to the most numerous group and a very diverse category from technical directors of large 
enterprises to "socialist competition engineers” (Balzer, 1998).  
It is worth noting that the 80s would have quickly collapsed ideological foundations of the Soviet society and 
gradually “everything that was not forbidden became allowed to do”. This, at the same time, with adoption of sole 
proprietorship laws laid the foundation to formation of new economic behavior models. Intensive development of 
technology and science, splash in a services sector and also comprehensive activity of the modern state contributed 
to the emergence of the army of employees, technicians and intellectuals the modern arena, who do not possess their 
own means of production, but live due to selling their labor and knowledge. The peculiarity of this process is also in 
the following that with the growth of the new class the privileges education had given them before are not still 
provided. Now knowledge becomes outdated quickly enough and certified specialists appear in complete 
dependence either on the state or from large corporations. There is the new middle class managing technology and 
labor organization process.  
It is possible to notice that education is even more important criterion taking into account the country transition 
from the planned (or command) economy to the market economy. The Kazakhstan top leadership came to 
understanding of the human capital value for the country in the overall global order. Thus, it gave an impulse to 
resolute steps in developing educational and employment systems. I would like to emphasize that the education 
system has been completely changed and all Kazakhstani standards of education have been improved in favor of the 
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middle class since gaining independence. Kazakhstan has started active collaborative work with foreign educational 
institutions to perform innovative practices. Private higher education institutions were founded in Kazakhstan in 
1992. If to consider the dynamics of universities number change, I may notice that during the short period (1990-
1996) the number of higher education institutions doubled. The amount of students comparing the first years of 
independent Kazakhstan existence with modern period increased 2,2 (in 1990/91 academic year-287 367, in 2011/12 
academic year – 629 507) (Beissenova et al., 2013). The households with average income level often have rather 
high education that encourages supposing that they have professional skills and high income. According to the data 
of the Republic of Kazakhstan Statistics Agency for 2009, 71.8% of people in Kazakhstan have secondary or higher 
education (Results of National population census of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2011). The government of the 
Republic of Kazakhstan introduced “Bolashak” fellowship programmed in 1993 that grants subsidies to study and 
get degrees in universities abroad. Within the international scholarship 2640 students have been studying at leading 
universities in 27 countries of the world. It is impossible to note the development of such innovative projects as 
“Nazarbayev University” and “Intellectual Schools”. All these programmed graduates are steadily joining the 
growing middle class.  
 
4. Methodology of studying the middle class in Kazakhstan 
4.1.Methods of data collection  
There were conducted 30 in-depth formalized interviews with the representatives of three professional groups of 
the middle class. Each in-depth interview was conducted in a place of work and in the residence of informants. The 
interview was held by the guide and consisted of 18 questions and it took a respondent about 60-80 minutes. The 
interviews were recorded on digital recorders and then were transcribed and analyzed in MaxQDA 2007 software. 
4.2 Research subjects of the sociological study 
The objects of this research were top-managers and managers of national companies, high profile government 
officials, middle-ranking civil servants and entrepreneurs. 
Managers. Manager in Kazakhstan is a person who has a high level of knowledge and skills, with good 
awareness and completely involved into labor process. It is considered the average age of top managers in 
Kazakhstan is 35 though for recent years the managers are younger and younger:  today nobody will be surprised by 
the 27-year-old head of corporation and his or her not less progressive employees†.  Managers in Kazakhstan are the 
representatives of the new type of the middle class as with intensive development of science and technology, they 
combine new managerial and productive functions. They have a high education level and professional skills; due to 
the skills and the education level they reached material security and prestige. There is a plan of the national 
companies’ expenses optimization. It shows though managers are the owners of property, their property is strongly 
defined by the state.  
Entrepreneurs. Business activity itself is innovative for the Republic of Kazakhstan so they should be referred to 
the new middle class because in Soviet period it actually did not exist, but if it did exist then only illegally or 
marginally.  Though having some shortcomings and drawbacks during the first years of business activity formation, 
now it becomes the noticeable phenomenon in Kazakhstan and is taking more and more steady and strong positions. 
In the Republic of Kazakhstan as of September 2013, 775 813 active subjects of small and medium business (SMB) 
were registered. SMB of Kazakhstan shows annual growth.  According to the data of National Statistics Agency, 
during 2011-2012 the number of actively operating SMB increased up to 4.2%.  The largest number of the 
enterprises is concentrated in trade and services section (33%) (Agency of Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 
2013). 
Civil servants. Civil servants are a specific social group which wields power and is responsible for generation the 
entire system development strategy. The number of civil servants in Kazakhstan from able-bodied population of the 
Republic is 1, 01%.  (86887 positions, population employed in the sphere is 8,6 million people) and it will extend 
(Agency for Civil Service Affairs of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2013). An official has much less freedom and 
cannot project his or her own wellbeing, without putting it into dependence on political climate, the public 
environment (Levinson, 2004). Moreover civil servants are not allowed to be engaged in any other activity in 
Kazakhstan except pedagogical, scientific and creative work. Nevertheless civil servants exploit administrative 
 
 
†http://mojazarplata.kz/main/Uspeshnaja_karera-Moja_zarplata_v_Kazakhstane/kak-statq-top-menedzherom-v-kazahstane 
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resource, e.g. the position in organizational hierarchy. Therefore in the researches of modern structure of the middle 
class civil servants are specified as the core part of the middle class (Wright, 1990). The state officials have the level 
of consumtion  that is quite similar to entripreneurs and managers in the private sector. Except the privileges they 
have due to their position, such as, for example, opportunity once a year to have a rest in resort Borovoe free of 
charge, free health service in good clinics, in addition to the salary they receive quarter/annual bonuses, they have an 
opportunity to travel all over the world. Their children study at private expensive schools. 
 
5. Results and Discussion 
 
5.1.The main attitudes in choosing education  
Sample of informants mostly consists of those with economic and legal education. It is not surprising factor for 
the Republic of Kazakhstan as after becoming independent the prestige of these professions increased and still 
economists and lawyers are considered as the most highly paid professionals. However, it should be noted that now 
the market suffers from surplus of these professions.  The fact is that there is no long-term predictive analysis of 
labor market in Kazakhstan.  Higher education institutions have programs for those specialties which students are 
ready to pay for.  Thus students, in their turn, are stimulated by what they see around.  They see that those who are 
connected with office work and government institutions have the most magnificent life.  
During the interview it has been found that 50% of the middle class representatives got their school education in 
the cities of republican value as Astana and Almaty. Almost half of the informants (45%) among the managers of 
national companies got the Master degrees abroad. This results from the fact that new models of business emerge on 
the Kazakhstan market. Therefore to get a highly paid position of the manager in the national company it is 
necessary to have at least foreign competitive education, apart from having some experience in managing such 
business. 
 (1) During the research it is possible to notice that there is a part of the middle class representatives who are 
generally very happy with the education level they have (30%).  They are mostly entrepreneurs (5 of 10) who are 
assured that they have their present position as a result of the education level they have. Moreover, we would like to 
emphasize that they are mostly the representatives of the middle class who got their education during the Soviet 
period. (2) There are the middle class representatives who are not so satisfied with the level of education they have 
(53,3%), as they feel that in modern Kazakhstan the education and skills a person possesses are quickly becoming 
outdated and require continuous improvement. One of the civil servants emphasizes that the education got at 
university is no more sufficient to use in practice and it is required to get new additional education. He denotes the 
insufficiency of annual qualification upgrading courses. 
 
5.2.Inter generational influence on the choice of education 
Considering the middle class representatives’ parents’ education, then it becomes obvious that certain habit 
formation and positioning oneself in society and on a labor market happens almost since birth. Moreover, future of a 
child depends on education level of the parents in many respects. It emphasizes the leading function of education. 
Education generates distinctive samples of culture. Education allows the class to obtain the resources of cultural 
reproduction, as a way to increase its possibility for social reproduction. Education is the determinative capital to 
support a social position at high level from generation to generation (Bourdieu, 1989)  (1) those who followed in the 
footsteps of parents when choosing the direction of education. Civil servant following in the footsteps of her parents 
entered the Faculty of History, but she says it is her own choice. Then she got the second degree in Law, rationally 
thinking the juries are necessary in all spheres and even if she could not find a job on her first education, she would 
be successful as a jury. However, it is impossible to exclude that Kazakhstan is the developing country and there are 
various changes in the country under the influence of globalization. There are the new professions, some professions 
are losing their current prestige, but the new generation always has a choice: to follow in the footsteps of their 
parents or (2) to choose the profession the market requires:  «But I did not follow in the footsteps of my parents. I 
entered the Faculty of Economics. I chose education in America, as I thought with my economic education in the 
country with developing market economy I will be successful. This year I have got my Master degree in Economics, 
but in Kazakhstan (Bayan, woman, 25, manager). So, I may see that the representatives of the middle class in 
Kazakhstan have respect for seniors. It can be seen in our citizens’ state of mind even when choosing profession. 
However the rules of the market economy and the influence of globalization stimulate the representatives of the 
middle class to act reasonably, choose well-paid, prestigious professions to preserve their social statuses and 
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mobility on the labor market.  
 
5.3. Investment in education 
It would be important to emphasize that those who invest their money in the education are (1) not married 
informants. The representatives of the middle class who have (2) a family and children use paid educational 
services not for them, but their children study in private schools, kindergartens or have tutors. Readiness to make 
considerable investments in their own education and especially, in education of the children is the distinctive feature 
of the middle class (only 3% among those who have children do not invest in their children education). 
Spending own money on expensive private schools, coteries are a factor of to identify themselves in the ranks of 
the middle class through consumption.  As consumption is an efficient tool for self-expression and the source of 
identity for a person.  It prompts the status formation activities by means of dividing the symbols in consumption 
models and a mode of life (Featherstone, 1991).  
 
6. Conclusions 
 
Nowadays we can see that Kazakhstan more or less follows the same way concerning educational issues as the 
most Western countries.  Global competences and expertise such as international language command (generally 
English language), perfect information awareness and having culture capital are extremely important for the 
development of Kazakhstan in the twenty first century. Now university education is one of the main demands in life 
while finding the new Kazakhstani middle class, as it is an indispensable part of the concept “career”. Education 
assists Kazakhstan in achieving sustainable development, providing sufficient opportunity to work with trade and 
resources in socially and economically efficient way. These processes would be impossible without stimulators the 
education provides.  
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